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Sir Francis Bacon (1561-1626) was an English philosopher ; scientist, public speaker, and author. He was 
Attorney General, as well as Lord Chancellor of England. Bacon advocated for the scientific method, and his 
work continued to be influential after his death. In this text, Bacon discusses the multiple uses of knowledge 
and the advantages of being an educated individual. As you read, take note of the different advantages that 
come from pursuing knowledge, according to Sir Francis Bacon. 


[1] Studies serve for delight, for ornament, and for 
ability. Their chief use for delight, is in privateness 
and retiring; for ornament, is in discourse; and 
for ability, is in the judgment, and disposition of 
business. For expert men can execute, and 
perhaps judge of particulars, one by one; but the 
general counsels, and the plots and marshalling 1 
of affairs, come best, from those that are learned. 

To spend too much time in studies is sloth; 2 to 
use them too much for ornament, is affectation; 3 
to make judgment wholly by their rules, is the 
humor of a scholar. They perfect nature, and are 
perfected by experience: for natural abilities are 
like natural plants, that need pruning, by study; and studies themselves, do give forth directions too 
much at large, except they be bounded in by experience. Crafty men contemn 4 studies, simple men 
admire them, and wise men use them; for they teach not their own use; but that is a wisdom without 
them, and above them, won by observation. Read not to contradict and confute; nor to believe and 
take for granted; nor to find talk and discourse; but to weigh and consider. Some books are to be 
tasted, others to be swallowed, and some few to be chewed and digested; that is, some books are to 
be read only in parts; others to be read, but not curiously; and some few to be read wholly, and with 
diligence and attention. Some books also may be read by deputy, 5 and extracts made of them by 
others; but that would be only in the less important arguments, and the meaner sort of books, else 
distilled 6 books are like common distilled waters, flashy things. Reading maketh a full man; conference 
a ready man; and writing an exact man. And therefore, if a man write little, he had need have a great 
memory; if he confer little, he had need have a present wit: and if he read little, he had need have 
much cunning, to seem to know, that he doth not. Histories make men wise; poets witty; the 
mathematics subtle; natural philosophy deep; moral grave; logic and rhetoric able to contend. 7 Abeunt 
studia in mores. 8 Nay, there is no stond 9 or impediment in the wit, but may be wrought 10 out by fit 
studies; like as diseases of the body, may have appropriate exercises. Bowling is good for the stone 
and reins; 11 shooting for the lungs and breast; gentle walking for the stomach; riding for the head; and 
the like. So if a man's wit be wandering, let him study the mathematics; for in demonstrations, if his wit 
be called away never so little, he must begin again. If his wit be not apt to distinguish or find 
differences, let him study the Schoolmen; 12 for they are cymini sectores. u If he be not apt to beat over 
matters, and to call up one thing to prove and illustrate another, let him study 197 the lawyers' cases. 
So every defect of the mind, may have a special receipt. 14 



1 . Marshal (verb): to arrange in a proper order 
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"Of Studies" by Sir Fronds Bacon (1625) is in the public domain. 


2. Sloth (noun): disinclination to action or labor 

3. behavior, speech, or writing that is fake and designed to impress 

4. "Contemn" is an archaic term for "treat or regard with contempt." 

5. substitute 

6. "Distill" refers to extracting the essential meaning or most important aspects of something. 

7. Contend (verb): to assert something as a position in an argument 

8. Latin for "Studies pass into and influence manners." 

9. obstruction 

10. the past tense of "work" 

11. kidneys 

12. "Schoolmen" refers to someone versed in scholastic learning or pursuits. 

13. "Cymini sectores" means "hairsplitters," or someone who makes excessively fine distinctions in reasoning. 

14. "Receipt" refers to a remedy. 
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Text-Dependent Questions 

Directions: For the following questions , choose the best answer or respond in complete sentences. 

1. PART A: Which statement best summarizes the text? 

A. Learning is personal and focuses on improving weaknesses and enhancing 
strengths. 

B. All knowledge should be pursued and used with equal enthusiasm. 

C. It is the duty of those who study to make knowledge accessible for those who 
don't. 

D. Regardless of natural ability, knowledge should be pursued relentlessly. 

2. PART B: Which detail from the text best supports the answer to Part A? 

A. 'Their chief use for delight, is in privateness and retiring; for ornament, is in 
discourse; and for ability, is in the judgment, and disposition of business." 

B. 'They perfect nature, and are perfected by experience: for natural abilities are 
like natural plants, that need pruning, by study" 

C. "Crafty men contemn studies, simple men admire them, and wise men use 
them; for they teach not their own use" 

D. "Some books also may be read by deputy, and extracts made of them by others; 
but that would be only in the less important arguments" 

3. PART A: Why is the inclusion of the Latin phrase, "Abeunt studia in mores" ("Studies pass 
into and influence manners"), effective in helping Bacon make his argument? 

A. It reinforces the idea that study is personal to the learner. 

B. It continues the illustration of various learners and how they study. 

C. It presents the idea that study can influence and change a learner. 

D. It supports the ways in which texts can be read for various reasons. 


4. PART B: Which aspect of Bacon's essay provides support for the answer to Part A? 

A. the comparison of natural abilities to plants: "for natural abilities are like natural 
plants, that need pruning, by study" 

B. the description of the different types of learners: "Crafty men contemn studies, 
simple men admire them, and wise men use them" 

C. the reference to how to read books by a deputy: "extracts made of them by 
others; but that would be only in the less important arguments" 

D. the simile comparing studies to exercise: "studies; like as diseases of the body, 
may have appropriate exercises" 
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Explain Sir Francis Bacon's main purpose in this text? Cite evidence from the text in your 
response. 


■■ COMMONLIT 


Discussion Questions 

Directions: Brainstorm your answers to the following questions in the space provided. Be prepared to 
share your original ideas in a class discussion. 

1. In the context of the text, what is the goal of education? How do Sir Francis Bacon's 
opinions on education compare to your own? Cite evidence from this text, your own 
experience, and other literature, art, or history in your answer. 


2. In your opinion, are there some forms of knowledge that are more important than others? 
Do you think Sir Francis Bacon would agree with your answer? Why or why not? Cite 
evidence from this text, your own experience, and other literature, art, or history in your 
answer. 


3. In your opinion, is there merit to reading books in different ways for different purposes as 
Bacon suggests? Why or why not? How do you think your teachers would feel about Bacon's 
philosophy on reading? 
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